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This paper discusses the nature of language knowledge, 
and th'^* manner in which children come to acquire this knowledge. 
Among the topics discussed are language production and the abilit?y to 
understand sentences never heard ' before, sentence formation^ 
children' ^ construction of rules, children's, language creativity, 
language acquisition and age, children's, linguistic progress^ reading 
' exposure, chiiareh's- early writing, and children and spelling, 
FDllrlicnfin^t-he^ these topics, it is. suggested that 

children be inJ:roduced to tHe7TfrrttBn--»6i^— t-h^ioj^^ other than 

reading. If children spell creatively for a period of time^ before^ — ■ 
' b^ing, expected^ to read, they gain active experience in the prinqi^ples 
of alphabetic /:i:epreseritat ion. Written language from the start is 
systematic and, accessible to children, and they can^take ah active 
^ roJLe in dealing with it. Teachers should direct^their efforts toward 
providing an environment in whij:h children's natural language 
^ creativity can flourish. (tS) ' . 
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There are two themes -^Tiat I would like to develop with you tonight. They 



both relate to the language userV^tBtent—f or— ljrnguigt±c^nno_vation> One *is the 



^ nature of language knowledge, and the manner in which children come to acquire 
ythis knowledge. The » creative aspect of language^ learning and language usfe has 
been emphasized in much^of rfeceht psy^cholinguistic work, and I will c,onsider some 



educational implicfations of this Work, su^g^sted by :the recognition of the child 
as innovator in.^the task of language acquisition. The second topic that I will . 
discuss has to do with encouraging children to use their creative tendencies yhen 
they come to the second large linguis^^ic task of their young lives, learning to 
read. Some rather intriguing repent evidence indicates that there are children 
who write before they r^,ad, who compose, words and messages In their own invented . 

9 

spellings as a first step in dealing with the printed word^ This ability,, which at 
first appears rather remarkable, is, I think, quite a[ natural ability when we 
take a cl oser look. Tonight I'd like to explo?re the potential of this idea' ~ 



of encouraging ch^ildren to write before they read7~"irr"k~efepl-ng--wit-h-thelrL.pxedlsp,on^ 

sition for linguistic creativity. 

One of the more interesting aspects of language that is emphasized in 'current 
linguistic work is the fact that speakers o£ a la^iguage produce ^and understand 
sentences they have never heard before. The sentence you are listening to right 
now, or the opening sentence of any article in this morning 'a New York Times is 
one that ybu* may never have heard. But you arie able to recognize it as a grammatical 
sentence of English. ^In fact, for any sequence of words that one might care to 
devise, speakers can recognize whether or not the sequence constitutes a sentence 
in frheir language. This creative aspect of language .use. rests on the fact that 
what' we have ^learned and Icnow are hot the actual sentences of our language, but 
rather the system of rulea for making sentenced. Clearly when we speak we do not 
,.dfaw from a^^Dfhemor^ied list of ,all possible sentences in English. The major portion 



of language u^age consists of sentences that have never been uttered before. We 
make them, up as^we go along. We innovate, ac<5ordihg to rules for sentence forma- 



tion that we~fioi.d in coimoirngylnji-atKer— 9peakeEs^o£,J:he^ 



Our knowledge of these rules is of course implicit. \We are not aware of 
tjiem, and no one has taught ""them to us. YeVwe speak and understand in accordance * 
with themjj, and they account for our ability to Interpret artd produce novel utteran<!es 

Some examples of the kinds of rules that we apply in interpreting sentences 

will help to illustrate the automatic nature of these rules. Much of the time 

they are extremely subtle ^nd complex. For example, i'n order to understand a* 

• " ♦ ^ 

sentence, a listener must often supply infptmation that is missing from the sen- 

tence. -In the sentence Mary * wants to sing , there is no subject expressed' for the 
* \ • • • 

verb sing , but clearly we know that the implied subject is Mary . ^Similarly,, in . 
Mary wants John to sing , we understand John to Ke the ^implied subject of sing . 
Although .there are how two npuns in the sentence, Mary and John , both able to, 
function semantically as subject of sing , we have no trouble identifying John as 
ther intended subject. Thi9 is so obvious asV tcTls.ee^^ n~ot even^wqrthy-of— comment..^ 
But on further consideration, it becomes evident that in. order to perform this 
seemingly simple operation we must know very specifically* where to look for the. ' 
intended subject. *^or although the above examples might .suggeist that, we look to 
the noun most closely preceding' the verb in question, this technique will not 
always work. Consider the sentence John convinced Mary, against the Wishes of her 
mother > to move in with him . Who is to move in?' Although Mother is the closest 
preceding noun, it is Mary who is to move in with John. Or take the two contrasting 

sentences « • 

. ' • * > * 

fv ' ^•Jbhn encouraged Mary t;o^play the"* piano. 

John was encouraged by Mary to play the piano. 

in the first, Mary is to play, an^'^in' the second, John. Although the two nouns 

^\ 04 



John and Mary occur ia the' same order in both sentences, the subject of play is 
understpo^J differently. Xlearly sentence structure, and not just the oidex in 
which items occut, plays a crucial role in our choice of subjects that have been 
omitted ^^^^ ^ sentence. . 

^ The picture, however, is still more complicated. For there are examples of 



sente^ices which appear to be identical in structure,, which nevertheless require 
differing interpretations. Consider Cinderella told her sisters to clean her 
room , and Cinderella promised her .sisters , to clean her room . Who is to clean 
the room? In thai, first "sentence, ithe sisters, and in the second, Cinderella, 
There are tio structural clues here in the form of these sentences, to,^ indicate this 
difference, Tlie distinction depends on the properties of the verbs-tell and^ promise , 
and ^ we must haye learned these special properties in order to interpret ^these 
sentences correctly, . . ^ 

Or consider I told him what to eat , and Ifasked him what to eat . In the 

first^ I told him what he should eat, and^ in the second, I asked him what I should 

o • - ' 

eat. We assign different subjects to the verb eat in the two cases, although 



again there is no structural difference apparen:t""iTr~the-form"Of— these-^sentences . 



It is because ^e know the properti:es of the verbs ask and tell that we understfind' 

these 'two jse^itences differently, .^ . 

♦ • * 

These examples of some of the operations -that we perform in understanding 
sentences help to b^ing out the in,tricac%s of the grammatical operations themselves, 
and the entirely automatic way in which they function. We are certainly not aware 
- of applying grammatical rules as we speak and listen to others^, but the evidence 
is there that we do. We don't know the rules in any overt sense, but we/do behave , 

in accordance with them. They operate automatically, so to. speak, without requiring 

♦ - • 

our attention, Urfder the normal c9nditions, of language use our attention is on 
'me'aning, and we do not attend to the structure of the message, . 

ERIC' ■ . Q§ \ 



The interesting question, of course, is how children learnvgrammatical , rules 

of this sort that aVlults use so naturally.. They, can't observe t^e rules 'directly ^ 

* ' ' •* * » ' ' 

All that th^ language learne^ has access to is the speech of ptHers, which results 
from the riiles having been applied. This is td say that what the child has to * 
learn is available only indiirectly from experience, and must be constructed in 
l&rg€;^part by the child himself. He has to learn it on his own. There has been 
an increasing, awareness In recent years of just how much children bring tQ^this 
task by way of their own mental organization and innate human characteristics. 
They are not 'taught' language in, any formal sense, but acquire it naturally, in 
the course of maturing and dsveloping in an' environment where they are adequately 
exposed to It. They build grammatical rules from what they hear by a process of 
act;iv(d construction. The acquisition of language involves developing the rule 
system, restructuring it with- increased, matjiri^]^ as new evidence is added , and 
eventually producing an internalized grammar which -is in accord with the facts of 
the. language. What the child needs from the environment is the raw material on 
which to work exposure .to the language in meaningful^situations, useful commu- 
nication, and attentiveness to the task at haud^ - ^ 

The cinria*^s~Tcairts--a from the start. His earliest 



utterances » even* at the, stage when he begins to put two words together to make 

* - 

sentences, reflect his owa organization of the linguistic material available tp 
him frpm his environment. They -are innovative and produced* "^according, to rule. - 
The child is not just repeating^ f luigments of sentences he has heard, but is. creating 
his own sentences according to grammatical rules that he continually constructs and 
revises. • - « 

A common sentence among beginning talkers^ fot example, is all gone juice ^ * 
all gone milk . These may well be imitatiojis of the mother 's speecTi. But a, child . 
atft this stage, whose hand h^d jiist been .washed, commented all gone sticky . And 



another child, when the front door of the bouse was closed, cutting loff the view 
to the out of doors,* said all gone outside ^ These were innovations, not ■ repetitions* 
At a slightly latter stjage, English speaking children all tend to construct their 
first negative sentences in* the same^ way, very different from what they hear 
around them; no mommy go , no want ftitten * The rule for^ forming negatives appears 
to*be "Add no to thft af f irmative -sentence, " ^And similarly with children's first 
^questions. They all begin by simply placing the question 'word at the beginning 
of the sentence, without altering anything elser what he wants? why she's crying? 
These sentences are interes^ting because there are no models for them in adult * 
speech. They ^n only .be interpreted as inventions which are a. consequence of 
a 'child's own granpar. ^ ' ^ , ' 

At about age 3, we easily observe the misuse of past tense forms, Allis.on drinked 
it, but §he hated ^it, but she' drinked it anyWay ,* Ahd ^ 3 year old girl asked, on 
Jfis^c5v^"rln^^^ '-Mommy, what's that?" Her mother replied, 

"That's a dead-~fly, honey/' To which the child Tespofide'd, ''Who^adeOtr":*^gr^the^ 
3 1/2 year old boy who described a nur^sery school episode of building a large block' 
structure and then having to put the blocks aw^y: First we, builded a boat: and then 
we unbuilded it / ' r 

iSie tendency to regulai;^ize forms in this way is very strong,^ Children work on the 

' S f 

assumption that language ii^'oraHTiyv--Oace_Eliex^ rules from the evidence in 

* * ' '* » ^ ^ * 

speech that they hear, they proceed to apply" the rul^s as widely as possibleT^^'^ThCTe- 

regularized ^past tense form^ are particularly informative because it turns out that . 

many children first use the correct forms bf common irregular verbs: it cam^ off , 

went out, it broke . Presumably these are learned as individual vocabulary items. The 

when just a few regular past tenses are learndfed, e.g,, walked, helped , suddenly the 

child begins .to §ay It comed:. off , I go.ed [out , it breaked , Fajniliar forms which had 

been used, practiced and I". ' T * | 

^Examples from their children's speech provided by Sally Shoemaker and Tim O'Connor." 



6 ' 



presumably reinforced for several months 'are driven out of the child 's 'speech and 

replaced by forms he has never heard.. The psycholinguist Dan S!^obin ha^ used- tjie 

terrii 'inflectional imperialism' to describe this phenpmenbn of regu^^^'^fo^rms driving 

out irregular forms. It's a good example of a fundamental principle of language 

.development: look for regulaxitaes , constri^ct rules, then apply them wherever yo\i can. 

An interesting example of an invented plural is another casTe in ppirft*' A 

« 

child at the two and three word sentence stage -picked up, one of-his pacifiers and 

started to put it in his mouth. "No," he was told, "thlit's a dirty pacifier*" 

"D4.rty pacifier,'^ he rejjeated. He picked^ up* another one-.. Again he was itoXd, "No, ~ 

that one s dirty too. lAt this point, a pacifier in each hand, he looked from one 

to the other. "Two pacifiers," he said. "Two dirtie*s pacifiers," This was nice 

going. After all,9how.was he to know that the language he was learning was pot 

going to be one that places plural markers on its adjectives* as well as its nouns? 

Any parent of a young child can produce many such exajnple^s. of linguistic 
- ^ f * . 

Inventions day by day. ^ They are charming, of course, but the lesson they contain 

'"fs a serious one f or lnves^^i^ato.rs^^of j^c^ an^d for those, of us who are . . 

involved with the language development of children of school age. It is that the 

essence of language learning and use is creative, not imitative.. Language learners 

miist first construct the rules by which they will speak an^ uoddrstand, and then 

put them to use in producing and. understanding novel utterances., ^ 

J.ti young children it' is often relatively easy to trace aspects of the rules ' 



^now says wk 



^es t hey undergo.. The child who- formerly said whi^f wantg^ u 




^e. h^s learne.d to add a ru] 



order "when 



placing a question word at the beginn-ing of the sentence. But* what >about children 
of elementary schpol age? Their speech no longer presents us with easy evidence 
, •o/ rule^ change. My own work has been'' involved with the kinds of grammatical rule 
changes that lMike place' in children from ages, 5 ^p 10. Interestingly enough, the 
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« 



evidence shows that the natural process of acquisi'tioii so readily observable in * 
very yoling children continues actively itito the sthool years, ' ^ » 

Although by agev6 or so the major portion of the task of language acquisition 
has already been accomplished, there' are aspects of the grammar of English that* . 
still remain to be acquired, ExpiBriments which deal with children ''s comprehension 
oE a variety of* complex structures j. like the promise and 'ask examples- cited earlier, 

' ' / - .CI » ^ 

Silow significant diff^ences between^the 6 ygar old''s interpretations and aciult 

' ^ - . ' - 

interpretations. The gradual reduction of these dis-crepancies, can be .traced as 

• ; " , ♦ . * \ ' ; 
ciildreft's ability' to int&rpret constructions correctly iricreases over the next 

^our or five yetars, the; stages found in the intervening years reveal an interesting 

and brderl){ picture of gradual acquisition, ' * ^ t 

The nature of language X^^^i^n^ng seems to continue much, the same after age 6 

as during the early«»years, though naturally at a much slower pace. Although. wis 

observe considerable variation in age of acquisition in differenji children, they 

* " " - 

all, seem to pass ^through the same stages of development. Qotli preschool aiid school * 

** ' ' ' » . 

age. children give evidence of this same phenomeYion - — £hat linguistic development , 



whether it occurs earlier or later, neverthieless proceeds along similar paths. 
As an example, take the sentence citgd earlier:, I asked him what to eat > 
Its paraphrase is I asked him what J should^ eat . 'This is a- dlf fdlcult sentence for 
many children, who interpret it to. mean I asked him what he -was going to eat . 
^ They are working on. the model of I tdd "him -what to eat , which does mean- I told him ' 
^ what. he should edt .- The implied subject, of eat is different in the two cases, and 
the latter sentence is easier because it follows a more genera^ rule of English fox 
finding implied, subjects. % ^a'skeS him what to eat is an unusual case, "which children 
tend to learn late. This particular construction was dne of a series of structures 
which I examined in children frgm kindergarten through grad^ 4, and it was one.oi^ 
the hardest . -J^b^ kdjidergar ten children^'UnderstX)od it CLQjcrectly, In 2nd* grade 30% 
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succeeded with it, and in 4th grade, 70%. By using a variety of such cbhstructiohs', 

arid examining children's understanding of them through psycho^inguistic eXperimen- 

tation, it is possible to analyze *childten's linguistic process into distinct 

stages of development. .There is an order in which coniplex constructions are » 

learned, and a child whose language, is- examined is fbund to-be at a particular 

point along, the way. The range of ag^s at each linguistic stage is considerable* 

In crur data, for examp^le, we identified five such stages* Although the general 

pattern is one o£ gradual improv.^ent with increase in age,, there is a high degree* 

of individj^l variation', so that some children of 9 1/2 or 10 were two ,or ey^n three 

* * 

stages behind' others of age 7. In our ^6west linguistic stage the children werg 5*3/4 
"to 7 yerfrs old;, in the highesH stage, 7 »l/2 to 9 1/2 ^ but children from oux eutire 
age range, 5 3/4. to 10, make up the' middle three stages. 

This particular construction, ' I askad-him/(^hat to -eat , is interesting because* 

. ' ■■ . .• . . X ' 

it is , apparently never learned by some individuals. They continue .to • interpret 

it as meaning I asked Jiim what he was going, to eat into adulthood. In a subsequent 

experiment on' this same .construction, a grcfup.^o£ researchers at Tuf ts^ University 

«a * , » 

tested chiidrpn of increasing age through- high' school,. 'and a group of college 

, ' r , . ^ * « 

students as well. They found that comprehension of this ask construction increased , 
steadily among their ^subjects up to age 12 or 13^ afteor which no more-^provement 
'took place. Afte^r age 13, 70% of subjects in each age^gr.oup^ supceed' with' this 
coristflittioo'.. The percentage does not Inc^rease among adults. -This Is interesting 
for What it indicates about* the timing of Tanguage learning. We know, for example, ♦ 
that for foreign language 'learning, adolescence is. something of a cutoff point. 
Children who mcu^e into a new lan'guagjs environment before adolescence are much more - 
likely to acquire the new- language witli native proficiency than thps^ who enter 'the 
new language eh-yironment as adults. What the eyidence jj^t cited suggests is thab 
this language flexibility may apply to one's native language as well .There may«MM. 



be comple^ aspects of one's native /language . that must be learned before adolescence if 
they are tb be -learned at 'all. If thiV is indeed the case, the importance of stimula- 
ting language development, during the early school* years takes on an added dimension*. 



^ The important question, of course, is what }.n' children's background and enyiron- 

••^ ' , . ' ' • . 

ment: , is* relevant to th«ir rate qf language development? In ;the experiment mentioned - 
* • . . * ♦ • * ■* 

above, we observed considerable variation in rate of linguistic progress. These' 
children Were from an elementary schUL in a suburb of^Bosfon. ^Th.e s'chool is ^ ' 



primarily middle-cJLass, but the childxeYi range in, socioeconomic backgrbund from* 
working class to professional and academic famiries. In line with the view of 
language^ acquisition as a pr-ocess bf developing ^ rule system -based on evidence ^ . 
•from the environment, I y^as interest^ed in the extent of these .children's expo^re 

* , O to * * ' 

to'lat^guage. In ^artlcu^-ar I was curious about their exposure to the written 

, ^\ , * ' ^ ' 

language through reading oc^ listening to books read aloud. - - . 

? Froin»what we know /of the importance of language exposure, it \iould seem likely 

for /children's independent reading (and listening) to have an impact on their 

•language development. The written language, afper, all, is potentially of a more, 

compl^x^^ture than speech, both in vocabulary -.and syntax. The child who reads 

r listens t^ a variety of rich and complex materials benefits from a range qf • 

linguistic inputs that is unavailable tb the\non-literary child. Pne rti^ht expect 

this exposure to contribute to increased knowledge of .the language, and^ in faqt 

the evidence does jJoint in this direction. ♦ The experimental" results contain some 

rather intriguing indications that exposure to the more complex language Mailable 

from reading does go hand in haifd with a more mature grasp of '.the grammar of Engli'sh. 

. , ^ . . ' ' ' \ 

Many aspects ol^reading exposure were 'considered. >as I tried to get an inside ' 

look at the private treading life' of this group of children, I wanted to know whajt 

books are read to tKem, what they read on their own, how much time they spend 

reading or listening to. books read aloud, what they remembc^r from past reading 

* t 

experience. \* * * * . . .* , . • 



What I found was that many dif f erept measures of reading exposure corj^elated 

: '■ * . ■ * . ' ' ' ' 

positively with linguistic stage. Very simply, the children who were more advanced 

■ . • > , * ^ ' * . : . . ' ■ 

linguistically werfe the ones who read'-ino^e widely or had more "books 'read to them. 

". ' \ •" ' ■ • . ' . ' ' • ' ■ 

Therfe.afre two specific points. that I'would like to bring out here'. One is . . 

procedural,, the othei; of ^educational relevance.. With regard to procedure, a grfeat 
, deal of work went into examining the children'*- reading: half -hour interviews 

with parents* and children; records kept by the children for a, week's time of everything 
''they read or heard re^d aloud; having; the children check off on a master ^ book list 

of some 400 titles those books they were familiar, with^and so on. 

^ Whan all was said ^and Aj'ne, there was one simple measure among the. many that 

I used that parallelled all the far more complicated measures very closely, and in 

a way told. the whole Story. I pass it on because it was so jiimple.and direct. 

% ' ' V 

This was, Charlotte Huck's Taking Inventory of Children's Literary Background . This 
multdple choice quiz which tests a child's knowledge of the content of 60 widely 

' read books, poems and stories was one of the best measures of all in. its correlations 
wijth all of our other reading measures, and also in its correlation with linguistic; 
stage. The higher the Huck score, the higher in general Is the child's linguistic 

^^stage in our data. It was an easy and very useful survey tooli , ' ' * 

As to educational rdlevanCe, results such as these do suggest a role that 
the school might effectively play in fostering language development, namely reading 
aloud to children, and entouraging them/to read -freely ori their own. The ^alue of 
this ac.tivity was brought out, by a particular* finding in our data* In general we 
found, as in many studies of language develqpnient, that the ^correlation^between 
socioeconomic status '(SES) and linguistic stage Was high, ie that children from 
higher income families ^ith more highly educated parents were more advanced linguistic- 
ally. However, taking the readirife measures int/o account as well led to a very 
interesting observation.' It turned out^ that the reading measures' were very closely ' 



tied* to SES among our younger children, and less closely tied among the older 

children^ Bl^ 4th grade the reading measures were*somewhat independent. of SES, and 

* • * - ' " • ' ' * ' / 

•at this age it was the reading measures,* rather than. SES, to which lingui-stic 
stage wa*8 related..- The implication -ts— that -family background is more of a factor 
•when the child is youiig^i;, and that as he matures }iis Own activities begin to miake 
Imbre of a difference,. For our Ath . graders of the ^ame age, "IQ* and SES, those in 
*higher\liriguis tic .stages were the ones who Jread. more, widely • This presents a 

- . . * * . , 

serious challenge .to -'the schools, for it suggests that once a child can read, he's. . 

' . * / [ c ' ^ ' ■ ' . . ' ^ ' ' . i ' 

':on his own. ilis* linguistic progress from this point on may well reflect what he . ' 

* * ' * 

'does,Vi,th his_^time^ ^ * . " 

. ■ — • ' ' . 

This observation fits with what, we know in terms of language acquisition. 

^ . ' V " ' ' ' '* 

Chil^reji of elementary school a^e are still actively learning their native language, 
.apjd stiM' quite" able to do so by Methods* of*. their own. What they need is to be, 

^ . \ ' * . * ^ r • ' - ^ V . 

exposed to a rich_vafiety language inputsf In interesting, .stimulating situations. 
Cl^Jfdren who xead widely on their- ovm supply "themselves with. a. broad- range of . 
compleaT'languafte inputs, * and our experimental^ results suggest -that fehl§ is bene 

' ■ " m^ ■ ■■■ • ■ . 

ficial in terms^f language, development. Why shouldtr t the schools play a .rol6 
:4lL fostering Jrhis'Vi^ of exp.osur^? * . 



^ \ It would seem beneficial to reaji to children all through c^lementary school, and 
to encourage them to^ 'read books as complicated as threy are willing to tackle. 
Controlled texts and carefully grad.ed> materi^tls would seem, less *to the point than*" 

.a varied sampling from child rea'- s.. lijberature. o It doesn't;.- matter, if they miss some 

' - ' ■ ' ' - , ' *" * - 

of what is in -the booki" That is how w^. all xeadV. after — slowii:jg down here, : 

• <* ' • 

skipping therr,,/ picking .and, choosing, as we go^long. Why shouldri ^t children, be . . 
expected to do the same? In this way they could derive what is accessible^ to 
th€3n.from a wide range of inputs, and . put it to use in thalr own way. This approach 
would seem tdsl)e^more closely in accord with the .nature of language acquisition as 



XX we are coining to understand, it. * . ■ - 

I have met teachers and i^eadiryj specialists who'^prefer to confine children's" 
reading, in school or for school, to books that they themselves havei. read, or for 
which a set of prepared questions exists which deal with tha content of the b(^ok. 
When this 'approach is. challenged, their response is "But otherwise how can I be 
sure he actually read the book?" You can'tj of course, and I suggest that it doesn't 
matter. Children needn't be held responsible for so much of their reading, but 
could benefit from being expected to read independently and for pleasure," wherever 
* their interests take them. . \ ^ . c ^ 

In the long run what the child, needs to learn to do^if he is to grow. up into 

. * * ' ' r ' 

a. reading adult, is to read for his oi/n purposes. Whether it be^ for pleawire, 

I . •.: .^•^ ^ • ^ . ^t;i . ' . 

or to find ou^ about sbmethihg, or for whatever reason^'it has to be out of internal 
motivation and not because someone ejse requires it of him. The sooner he is per- • 
minted tp .acknowledge the private nature gf reading, to develop personal tastes 
and judgments, and to' expect his awn interests .to direct his reading activity, 
the better. . ^ ' ' 

. > - ^- ^ ; - _ ^ • . . 

To turn: to the topic of ".children s early writing, there has been soine extremely 

AM ' ' - • - « J"- 

. .. r ' 

^ interesting 'i/d¥K. d^^rlbing children of 5 and 6 years old who do not yet tead, 

but who are able to compose words «nd messages on their own, in their own Invented 
spellings. Charles Read .has reported: in detail on the .writing produced by some 20 
children at homft before-' they entered school. I'd like to consider the relation 
of this type of early writing to beginning reading, and suggest that in children's 
deyplopjient the ability to 'write actually, precedes the ability"" to read. 

Jlany children of. 5 and' 6 who , do not yet read, but, who know the letters of the 
alphabet and their sounds, are quite capable of composing words i creating their . 
pwn spellings as they go along. ' They , use' the letters of the alphabet according' 
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to their names, or their sounds if they kaow them,, and- represent words as they 
hear them, carrying out a splendid phonetic analysis* The created spellings that 
they produce, though a far cry from standard spelling, are quite systematic and- 

' " ' f. ■ • • . ■ • • 

surprisingly uniform across children., . This ability of children to invent spellings 
and write before they can read and as they begin to rea^ has so far--gone largely 
unrecognized and untapped in the classroom. I would like to recommend- that it be 
encouraged in school as a pre-reading activity, for the, value; of the activity in 
itself, and as an excellent personalized introduction to the written word. 

What is most interestIhg~Ts~'that- children appear capable^of inventing spellings 
♦well before they are ready to read. Indeed the spelling activity precedes reading - 

by its very nature, It*s d more concret-e task. It requires translating from 

« ^ . ' ' 

pronunciation to. print *when the word is. already known. Reading is more abstract, , 

* • ^ • » 

in. that it requires, as part of translating from print to prpnunciatipn, identifying 
the word* This added component of reading, identifying the word, is out of reach 
of many children who are able to spell, sometimes for months, before they move on- 
^to/'reading.. * • . ' ' . 



^ The inventive speller composes words ^according to their sounds, figuring out 
for himself what comes first, next and so on» He does this for his oWii purposes 
as a means." of self-expression. In this the spelling, appears to share some aspects 
of. the activity of drawing a picture. The child who. draws a person, for example^ is 
not trying to match an arbitrary pattern, "or to represent what someone else will 
deem correct or. accurate. He works from his own perceptions and chooses to put 
down on paper those features which in some- sense strike him as worthy of represen- 
tatlon. As he matures he represents Increasingly many of these features and may. 
organize them somewhat differently. 



This is much the way it is with the spellings* The child spells Indc^pendently , 

' ' ^ ' ' • . ^ • ' * 

making his own decisions* He has no* preconceptions of how the word bught^o be 

speile.d, nor any e,xpectation that*" there is a .'right*' bjr a 'wrong' way to do it. * 

He spells creatively, according to some combination of what. he perceives and what 

he considers worthy of representation. He progresses through several stages, his 

early .productions differing in a number of respects from l^ater ones*. 

Once children get stai;ted creating their own spellings, they can ga, on to 

write any message at,*all. Fpr it is not that they Jcnow the spelling»^of certain 

words. Rather they possess the means to wriXe any and all words.! Ve%y^ often, 

particularly at the start, they cannot read back wh*at they have written, nor are they 

" * i^*^- ^ ' " « 

interested in doing so* Recognition of words comes -later ...^ jJ^sr^rtow^Tlfky are con- | 

• ' ' ' ' * r 

cerried with production. « - 

That the ability to write precedes the ability to read is not a new idea. 
Montessori found^this order of acquisition natural for very young children,^ and 
faught reading through word cpm^osition.' Her pupils w^ere encouraged tb read 
their productions immediately, and learned to do so. Teachers that I have been 
working with have found kindergarten children much less interested in reading back 
what they have written than first graders, who by and large shbw more competence * 

ia^r^ading their own productions. * / - 1 , ' ' 

Most interesting from a linguistic point of view is that the ^ch'ildren spell 

4 . - - 

not purely phonetically, but with evidence of abstractions in their linguistic 

** . . ' " • ^ - ' - . . , 

judgmients. From these abstractions a great deal can be learned about the. children's' 

dev^lopih^ phonological systems. Furthermore, and even more striking,, dif^e-rent 

*^ <* »> 

cbiyreh independently arrive at the same spelling systems. Features in(!.^ne •eBiid 's 
writing that may appear to be idiosyncratic, turn out on comparison ,to be common 

.to ail the children. Working wi«th '^n inadequate number of symbols, 26 letters to ^ 
re|)resent ail the sounds of English,* the children all work ojut their solutions to 

.this dilemma in much the same way. It seems that the child who spends^ time and^ 
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veffort figuring put his own spellings is not only having fun and being creative. 
He-' s getting valuable practice in phonetics, in dealing with phonological abstrac- • 
tions^ and in the principles of alphabe;tlc writing* This serves him extremely 
well later when he moves on to reading. 

Children in whom this ability has a chance to develop often go on to produce 
. a great deal of writing. Depending on aga and inclination, they may vary in their 
productions from a few sentences to many stories to whole books. The quality of 
the writing, the spontaneity^, and the enthusiasm that children show all attest 
to the value of free writing for 5 and. 6 year olds. 

But what of reading conventional spelling for the child who has been accustomed 
to writing yords- his own way? Interestingly enough, it appears that conflicts do 
not arise. In fact, Teaming to read seems to be considerably facilitated for the 
inventive speller.. These children bring to reading the same assumptions that they 
have learned tO' apply to writing, namely an assurance that it ds sometl\ing you 
work out. for yourseifi anc^a confidence to go ahead. - . - 

' Typically\)the speller reaches a p.oii^t. where- tie begins to ask about yords that 

» * * >• ' " . » 

he sees around him. 'Either he attempts to pronounce them, reading them off .phonetically 
in order to identify them, or he asks what they say. When this time comes, such* 
a child seems suddenlycto notice all the print in the world around him — street 
aigns, food labels i newspaper headlines, iprinting on cartons, i>ooks, billboards, 
everything. He tries to read everything ^already having a good foundation In 
translating from pronunciation to print. If :lieip is provided when he asks for It, 
he makes out wonderfully. well. It is a tremendously exciting time for him. 

v. I thlnjc that what helps the child most ^of all when he starts to read is 

■ . , - // • . . . ^ ^ - " ' . " - ? 
his hj^ightened activity level. Learning to read, or at first tp identify printed 
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words, surely involves forming hypotheses about the relations, both direct and 
indirect, of spelling to pronunciatioQ, changing these hypotheses as new evidence ' 
is ad'ded, and eventually arriving at a systejn of interpretation that is in accord 
with the facts. This hypothesis construction is an active process, able to take 
the child far beyond the 'rules* that can be offerred him by the best of patterned, 
programmed or linguistic approaches. The more the child is prepared to do for. 
himself, the better off he is. ^ • * ^ 

My suggestion, then, with only this bjrief and inadequate introduction, is 
that children be introduced to the vjritten word through writing rath'er than reading 1 
If the child spells creatively for a period of time before being expected t^o read, 
he gains active experience in the principles of alphabetic representation. Ii:^ the 
words of Paulo Freire, he 'assumes^ from the beginning the role of creative *sublject. ' 

< ■ ' ■ \ ' \ ' '■ 

His view of the written word is of ^sbmething^Jthajt i>.elqngs_to him, a means of express 



what he perceives. Written language from the start is systematic and accessible to 
him, ar\d he expects to 'take an active role in dealing with it. When he starts to' 

. '. ' " • ■ 

read, 'this background and viewpoint veiry much affect the nature of the task. 

. ■ • . . [ 

* J>iaget has said 'Children have real .understanding only of that which they 
xnveht themselves, and each time we try to^teatch thetn something too quickly, we 
^keep them frpm reinventing it themselves.' This insight has an important message 

for learningo.to read. For once ypii have invented your own spelling/ system, dealing 

. * - » ^ f 

with the conventional s^^stem comes^ easy. You've got the principle and you've 
already done a good bit of the intellectual work. . . - 

Creativity, then, is the prder of the day in children's handling of language. 
Theif taJLen^for innpvation is a basic one. Our best efforts in teaching might 
well -be directed t6ward prd'viding a fertile environment in which this natural 
capacity *can flourish. r ' • * 



